An alternative transcript of the chick type III collagen gene that does not encode type III collagen.
Type III collagen, a ubiquitous protein found in most connective tissues, is not present in hyaline cartilage. However, we have identified an alternative transcript of the type III collagen gene in cultured chondrocytes from several embryonic chick cartilages. This RNA contains exons 24-52, but exons 1-23 are replaced by 70 nucleotides of unique sequence, suggesting that transcription initiates at an alternative promoter. Two of the open reading frames in the alternative transcript are out of frame with the collagen coding sequence; a third open reading frame encodes the carboxyl-terminal two-thirds of the collagen sequence. Thus, this RNA cannot serve as a template for synthesis of normal type III collagen and may encode noncollagenous proteins and/or a truncated collagen. The alternative transcript has been detected as early as 2.5 days of embryogenesis and at later stages is present at low levels in many tissues, including limb mesenchyme and cartilage. These results, together with our previous identification of an alternative transcript of the chick alpha 2(I) collagen gene (Bennett, V. D., and Adams, S. L. (1990) J. Biol. Chem. 265, 2223-2230), suggest that some collagen genes may have alternative functions that are independent of their roles in collagen production.